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E leg an ce
by Vivian Lawry
Jeannie’s fingertips brush the fat roll of wallpa
per, tracing a stripe of tiny oak leaves, the silvery
velvet raised ever-so-slightly above the mint-green
background. Her mom says, “It feels elegant."
They've never had wallpaper before. The walls
in the other house were mint green, too, but they
were just painted. Daddy made this second house
better. It has a bathroom instead of an outhouse, and
all three bedrooms have doors, not just curtains,
to separate them from the rest of the house. The
kitchen of this house is smaller, but Jeannie’s mom
wanted it that way. She said, “I ate in the kitchen
all my life, and I don’t want to do that no more.”
The left side of the house has the living room,
separated from the dining room by a big open arch,
and then the walk-in kitchen. Mom and Daddy are
papering only the dining room. Jeannie says, “It
would look nicer if the living room and the dining
room was the same. Why don’t ya do the living
room, too?”
Daddy scowls and says nothing. Mom says,
“The dining room is enough for now.” She turns
back to the table where Jeannie is dipping her fin
gers into the tray of wallpaper paste.
"Keep your fingers outta there. Don’t eat that
nasty stuff. And don’t get it all over your dress,
neither. She picks up the roll of wallpaper and
cuts off the band that keeps it rolled.
Jeannie licks her fingers and wonders what the
fuss is about. It doesn’t taste nasty. It just tastes
like paste.
Daddy dumps the brushes and scissors onto
the newspaper-covered table. “Okay, Hon. Let’s
get a move on. If we don’t get started, we’ll never
get finished.” The cigarette clamped in the corner
of his mouth bobs as he speaks. Jeannie watches,
wondering whether the ash will drop before he taps
it off. Daddy’s never hung wallpaper before, but he
can do anything. She’d heard him say, “How hard
can it be, if you just measure real careful? Measure
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twice, cut once, that’s my rule.”
But fitting paper smoothly over the arches into
the living room and kitchen and closely around the
door and window turns out to be tricky. Daddy says,
“Watch what you’re doin’!”
Mom says, “I’m doin’ the best I can. Quit
ridin’ me!”
Jeannie’s little sister Weezie gets up from her
nap. Mom has to feed them, and what with one
thing and another, the day wears on. Sometimes
the paste dries out before Mom and Daddy get the
strips of wallpaper straight. They take the limp
strips down and start over. When they get to the
first corner, the wall ends before the paper does.
Cutting and matching seems a waste of time and
wallpaper, so they wrap it around the comer, fit
ting the wallpaper into the angle as tightly as they
can. The paper makes a smooth concave path from
ceiling to floor. At the other corners, they cut the
paper. But in the end, none of the comers is quite
right.
Still, when the job is done, Mom looks around
the room and smiles. She goes next door and invites
her folks to come look. Jeannie’s grandparents,
her six youngest aunts and uncles, and one cousin
now live there, in the first house Daddy built. The
two uncles aren’t interested, but the aunts run their
hands over the walls and say it looks super.
The next day Mom mops the oak floor under
the buffet. Jeannie has practiced writing her name
there, has scratched “Jean” into the shelf across the
bottom with a #10 nail, the crooked letters yellow
against the dark wood. Mom screams, “Jean Ann
Barker, you come in here right this minute!”
When Jeannie comes, her mother seems to be
vibrating, her hands clenched at her sides. “Did
you do this?” her mother yells, pointing a shaking
finger.
Jeannie thinks it’s a pretty stupid question. It’s
her name, after all, and Weezie hasn’t even learned
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her letters yet. She looks up at her mother, eyes and the sewing machine is broken. The new coon
wide, and says nothing. “Just you wait till your hound gets loose and pulls down the clothesline,
father gets home, young lady! You'll be sorry you dragging Daddy’s work pants into a mud puddle
ever learned to write! She whirls into the kitchen so that her mom has to wash them again. She tells
and bangs open the cupboard under the sink. Jeannie to take the throw rugs out onto the front
“Here,” she says, thrusting a bottle of furniture porch and shake them.
“Why do I have to shake the rugs?” Jeannie
polish and a rag at Jeannie. “You get down there
whines.
and fix it.”
Mom turns on her, fists on hips. “Because we
Jeannie crawls under the buffet and puts polish
on the shelf. The cloth picks up some dust, but the ain’t livin’ in the hills. This ain’t Aunt Genna’s
letters still look raw and bright. Jeannie sucks her house, with dirt floors and chickens runnin’ across
fingers, leaving a smear of brown furniture polish the table.” She sounds so mad that Jeannie wonders
on her cheek. She doesn t dare come out until she s what she’s done wrong. “I can’t do everything
fixed the scratches, but she doesn’t know how. myself. So quit your complainin’ and do what I
The stupid polish isn’t doing anything. A single tell you.”
Daddy is always saying that being poor is no
tear traces a path on her cheek, drips off her chin.
She leans against the wall and brushes her fingers excuse for being dirty —soap doesn't cost that
across the wallpaper, feeling the raised velvet much. Mom is always trying to live up to that. Jean
leaves, leaving a little smudge of brown near the nie knows it wouldn't do any good to argue. She
baseboard. She reaches behind the leg of the buffet, takes the rugs to the front porch and snaps them in
tracing the curve of the wallpaper in the corner. Her the hot summer breeze, turning her face aside and
finger pokes through the paper with a quiet “pop.” scrunching her eyes shut against the dust.
When Jeannie comes back, four hooked throw
Fascinated, Jeannie makes another “pop,” vaguely
rugs
rolled in her arms, her mom is staring at the
aware that she is being bad, but unable to stop.
Soon the entire corner, from the floor up as high jagged tear in the wallpaper. Jeannie stops, heart
as she can reach, is a zigzag of broken mint-green pounding, and think, “She’s gonna switch me for
wallpaper. When her mom says supper is ready, sure.” Her mom looks at the corner for a long time,
Jeannie crawls out from under the buffet. Mom and then she looks at Jeannie. Jeannie has never
doesn’t seem so mad now, even though “Jean” seen her look like that—face all twisted—like she
still scars the buffet shelf. Jeannie is careful not to has an awful pain somewhere. Her mom sinks into
a chair by the table. She puts her head down on her
look at the corner.
A week passes. Jeannie’s mom spends the arms and cries—loud, gulping sobs that shake her
morning trying to get the grease stains out of shoulders. Jeannie just stands there, wishing she’d
Daddy’s work pants, dusting her collection of salt only got a switching.
and pepper shakers on the whatnot shelf, mopping
mud off the kitchen floor. Jeannie tears her dress,
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